with any developmental effects or reduction in IQ even if exposure occurred during the period of major organogenesis.
Fourth, the association between radiation exposure and autoimmune thyroid disease is far from established [16] . The studies of children exposed to relatively high doses of radioactive iodines from Chernobyl were mainly ecological, i.e., exposures to individuals were not known but were apparently high and of the order of 1000 mGy. Further, the mechanism of action to trigger an autoimmune response is damage to the thyroid gland and release of thyroid antigens, which does not occur at 1 mGy. Recent analytic studies of autoimmune disease among persons exposed as children to radioactive iodine during releases from the Hanford nuclear facility in Washington state have not found any associations between radiation dose to the thyroid (mean, 174 mGy) and autoimmune thyroiditis or Graves diseases, or any association between thyroid dose and laboratory measured levels of autoimmune thyroid antibodies or TSH levels [17] . Neither have elevations in serum TSH or serum AMA levels been observed among women exposed to cumulative lifetime doses of 140 mGy from natural background sources [18] .
Finally, we were surprised with the statement that thyroid shields were unlikely to be used in the era of modern dental radiography, and note that periodontal disease has been linked to preterm births and low birth weight [19] [20] [21] . While it is good clinical practice to reduce or eliminate all unnecessary radiation exposure, this study should not raise concerns about fetal effects from dental x-rays taken during pregnancy.
Radioactive waste management
Dear Sir I read with great interest John Dunster's letter ('Solid radioactive waste: a confused mixture of responsibilities and discussions', in the previous issue of this journal). This argued that the Government must clarify who is responsible for what, and that while there is a role for the public and stakeholders in giving their views, Government should take the decisions on what. I don't have a copy of his original but is it 'take the decisions about managing the waste'?
I can certainly provide some clarification. High and intermediate level waste account for 99.99% of the radioactivity in the UK radioactive waste stockpile but there is no long term strategy for dealing with it. The Government and the devolved administrations last year set up the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management, of which I am Chair, and charged us with reviewing the management options and recommending a strategy. Our website (http://www.corwm.org.uk/) sets out our progress and our plans-in particular, our aim to make final recommendations to Government by July 2006-as well as the options which we currently have under review. Ministers will then take the decisions and arrange for them to be implemented.
We have been asked to make public and stakeholder engagement a central element of our programme because our recommendations must inspire public confidence if they are to be practicable. The previous programme ended in 1997 when Nirex failed to get planning permission for an underground rock laboratory near Sellafield. Decision makers identified the need for a rigorous review of the options, conducted in public, and with public participation.
Your members have tremendous experience in these matters. I am sure that they feel strongly about how a 60-year legacy of civil and military radioactive waste should be managed so as to protect people and the environment far into the future. I invite them to visit our website, write to me, or contact my secretariat at the address given below, so that they can help us find a safe and lasting solution that the Government can implement. 
Yours faithfully,

Gordon Mackerron
Department for Environment,
Radioactive waste management
Dear Sir
John Dunster is right to identify (in the previous issue of this journal) that the problem of radioactive waste is hardly a new one but I cannot share his pessimism over the current situation. On the contrary within the UK, which, as Dr Dunster alludes to, has seen many past attempts to tackle the issue fail, I believe we have the best opportunity in at least a generation to make real progress. Far from there being a loss of clarity or a concomitant rise in confusion over recent months and years, there has in fact been a sharpening of focus on the issue.
In regards to structure and responsibilities, there has been a flurry of activity of late that has seen a new and definite re-shaping of the nuclear industry as a whole-a reshaping that should make it easier to move forward with the longer-term management of the waste. The Energy Act 2004, recently passed in Parliament, will establish the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) to oversee the short-term decommissioning and clean-up of the UK's facilities. Furthermore, the Government has also announced that Nirex is to be made independent of the nuclear industry, including separation from the NDA, something for which we and others have long argued. The industry will therefore have three clear and distinct components with the regulators active in all: the front-end commercial arm (power generation, reprocessing, etc); decommissioning and clean-up through the NDA and its contractors; and long-term waste management through Nirex or a successor body.
On policy the Government have taken the very necessary and correct step of creating an independent Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM) to examine the various options for the long-term management of radioactive waste and recommend which one (or ones) should be taken forward. This process will involve extensive consultation, as alluded to by Dr Dunster, with stakeholders, experts and members of the public, and quite rightly so. Past failures at home and successes abroad (such as Finland and Sweden) have shown that the management of radioactive waste needs to be viewed as much as a social and ethical question as a scientific and technical one. Therefore an answer can only be found by recourse to extensive involvement of those ultimately affected, i.e. the general public. With additional input into the Committee from a wide-range of specialists and experts, and with the final decision still resting with Government, there need be no competition between finding a safe solution and finding a publicly acceptable one.
In all this Nirex continues to play an important role in ensuring that the waste is dealt with in a way that protects both present and future generations. As well as feeding into and assisting CoRWM in any way that we can we also set the standards and specifications by which the waste is packaged today. This itself has recently undergone a strengthening, with the Nirex 'Letter of Comfort' system for assessing the packaging of Intermediate Level Waste being formally integrated into the regulatory process.
This combination of essential structural reform and wide-ranging public consultation, I believe, gives the UK the chance to make significant and sustainable progress on the management of radioactive waste. We must use this opportunity well, as the problem cannot and should not simply be left for another generation to tackle.
Yours faithfully,
Chris Murray
Managing Director, Nirex
